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Abstract
Making Meaning explores mental health through the lens of a
contemporary craft-based design practice. Themes of identity,
catharsis, connection, flow, teaching, and community create a
framework for understanding the role craft plays in developing and
maintaining a healthy mindset. The physical pieces that result from
this approach are meticulously made, highly considered, and given
the quality of contemporary heirloom: a piece that promotes a kind
of emotional connection and wellness in their owner.
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March 12, 2021 will mark a year, to the day, that all of our
lives changed. This thesis is by no means about Covid-19 and the
global pandemic, but rather, in a sense, Covid-19 was the impetus
in the ideation of my thesis. My thesis is, in its broadest sense,
about making meaning. I like the vagueness of this because it is left
open to interpretation and any interpretation of that title is probably
accurate. However, as I start to focus in on what “Making Meaning”
means to me, I narrow in on three central topics: identity, catharsis,
and connection.
Identity is where it all starts. Who am I? I am a maker, a doer
and a builder. I am a student and an educator. I am a lover, a friend,
and a skateboarder. All of these descriptions whether or not innate,
have become fully realized through the act of making. It is making
that gives me the confidence to tell you who I am with pride. No
matter how vulnerable it makes me feel. Making things is a large
part of who I am and the meaning that that has afforded my life is
paramount to my identity. It is an act in self discovery.
Making is also a form of catharsis. About 1 in 4 adults in the
U.S. struggle with diagnosable mental health issues. I am one of
those people. Half of all lifetime mental health issues begin at age
14. I was diagnosed with depression at age 12. An ongoing battle
I will confront again and again for the rest of my life. The statistics
are depressing, and are only worsening due to this pandemic.
My experience as a maker, however, is a silver lining. No, I am
not here to tell you that making has cured me of my depression,
but it has proven to be an invaluable asset in building awareness
and perspective. Both of which I utilize in working through my
depression. The act of working with your hands, even when your
focus is on your current task, allows your mind the space to process
things differently. No matter how much I love my therapist, this feat
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is unmatched. Making has taught me new tools to both be aware of
the depression as it emerges but also to prevent it from worsening.
Having the act of making in my life is a constant that assuages a
flare from becoming absolutely debilitating. It hasn’t been an easy
road, but because of making, it has been well worth it.
Connection, lastly, both follows and intersects identity and
catharsis. My identity as a maker is the reason that I am pursuing a
Masters in Fine Arts in Furniture Design and all of the relationships
that I have formed along the way are, in themselves, cathartic.
The connection from those relationships goes far past the idea of
friendship. That connection has granted me invaluable experiences
with mentors, students, bosses, colleagues, and many other
people. The connections I have made with a myriad of people,
all through this act of becoming a maker, has given my life more
meaning than I could have ever imagined.
These three tenets of my thesis, when overlapped stem from
one centralized idea, craft. This is why I began this writing talking
about Covid. I came to grad school for many reasons. Being here
has only expanded the possibilities that the future holds and I am
grateful for that. But one year ago, when we were kicked out of our
studios, told to go home, and shelter in place, I found myself at a
crossroads. I was having a reckoning with what it means to be a
furniture designer, and if it really matters. A pause so monumental
was undoubtedly a great moment for reflection. I began to think
about what is truly important to me, and as the death tolls in New
York began surpassing 9/11 numbers on a daily basis, depression
came knocking on my door.
In all of the uncertainty, sorrow, and frustration, all I wanted
was to get back into the shop. Not to resume school and continue
with my assignments, but to get back to the basics. Build a picture
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frame. Woodworking at its core. The one thing that I know and
love, and knew that I needed. The picture frame, a non designed
object, became this symbol of making and meaning. It speaks to my
identity as a maker, it speaks to the catharsis I was so desperate
for, and it speaks to the connection I have with the people in my life.
A picture frame holds the memories of the things in life we all give
meaning to.
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I couldn’t honestly tell you the first time I played with
Legos. I was probably an infant and they were probably Duplo. It
seems nice and romantic to sit here and tell you about how I was
undoubtedly hooked from day one and the path to becoming a
maker was obvious and easygoing. But if only that were so! While
there is some truth to that, I’m sure, it would be quite the claim to
make. However, there must have been something that resonated
with my brain or soul or both, for I continued to “play” with Legos,
incessantly, well into middle school. But middle school, was a
turning point. Not necessarily an age where I said, “I’m too old to
play with these toys!” but an age where puberty struck me like the
back hand of a pimp. Where “growing up” got serious and I had
no choice in the matter. At the age of 11 I had my first migraine
headache. Riddled with nausea, light and sound sensitivity,
and debilitating pain. Subsequently I had anywhere from 1 to 4
migraines a week for the next two years of my life. This led to a
slew of MRIs, CT scans, pharmaceutical cocktails, dietary changes,
and a lot of missed school; and not the fun kind. All to find out,
there was nothing wrong with me… How could that be?! Apparently,
I just experienced puberty a little harsher than the rest. In the 2 year
span of my bout with chronic migraines, I fell deeply depressed and
developed a cynical eye for the world at large. It would take another
10 years, a handful of therapists, and some self discovery before I
even touched a table saw and learned that making could become a
form of catharsis.
Part of me must have known it as a child. I loved making
things. Legos or otherwise. K’nex were equally impacting. I would
spend every waking moment outside of school building anything
in the realm of castles, cowboys, Star Wars, and guns. My friend
Andrew Mixon and I even made up names, like charlie trees or
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eyes of isis, for pieces so we could easily identify them and pass
them along while digging through bins of bricks. At this very young
age, I was building a spatial relationship with my hands, eyes,
and brain, all under the guise of fun. But I was obsessed! What I
didn’t know was how much I needed to be doing this. That there
was, and still is, obviously, a part of me that feels fulfilled through
this act. Blessed as I was, I wasn’t making these creations to
quell some past trauma. I was too privileged and lucky to have
experienced anything of the sort, but I was feeding a part of me that
I subsequently neglected for a large part of my developing life.
The depression that began during my adolescence is
something that I still struggle with today and is something that I will
struggle with for the rest of my life. It comes and goes. We often
hear that depression is a chemical imbalance in our brains. It’’s not
actually that simple. The myriad of chemicals that can be out of
whack compounded by events in our lives, genetic predispositions
and/or medications we take, can all, in differing degrees, affect our
mental health. It’s a nearly impossible thing to pinpoint. All of which
adds to the frustration of the question, “What do you even have to
be depressed about?!” It’s not a choice!
By the time I was 21, a junior in undergrad, my on-again,
off-again relationship with depression was back on, albeit easier
to navigate. Easier, being a relative term. For up to this point,
I had seen multiple therapists and learned many techniques in
awareness and management of the symptoms of my depression.
However, this one struck a chord. In part, I was fed up with my
education and “life path” moving forward, but also there was an
internal voice beckoning me to work with my hands again. Looking
back on it, I believe that was my brain asking for help. Putting 2 and
2 together before I could even see the equation. The solution was

22

23

a serious change in my trajectory; one that was aimed at a life of
tactility and problem solving, not number crunching and desk work.
Begrudgingly, but thankfully so, I received my BA in Economics,
made an 180 degree turn, began taking woodworking classes the
same year I graduated, and never looked back. Saying this decision
changed my life would be an egregious understatement.
Making immediately gave me purpose and a fulfillment akin
to my childhood days of Lego building. I had something in life to
look forward to. Each day in the shop, using my hands, was a gift.
Of course the passion instilled in me through making made it easy
to forget or ignore the things in life that affected my depression, but
only temporarily. Shit happens. Life has a funny way of reminding
you that it exists. Things outside of our control are constantly
shifting. The unexpected comes rushing into the fore and suddenly
you are confronted with a new reality. But my new constant,
making, made all of these things manageable. In my times of
despair, I always had a shop to go to and a project to work on.
Keeping my hands busy gave my mind the space to process that I
needed. The repetition of woodworking kept a rhythm that kept me
from falling off the tracks. A feat no therapist could hold a candle to.
For this, I am eternally grateful.
All of this is not to say that depression is something I have
figured out or overcome. Like all aspects in life, it is different every
time. But, from what I’ve learned from my years in therapy is that
noticing these symptoms before they become unmanageable
is the key to handling the depression. Awareness building...
Woodworking, or any form of working with your hands, is the
greatest teacher of this practice. In woodworking, we are constantly
receiving and responding to the feedback of our material. It
requires us to be present, and to pay attention to the sounds,
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sights, and smells of our activity. We are taught to be aware of
our environment, our tasks, our tools, and our bodies. Going to
the shop everyday is a discipline that works this muscle. As this
muscle strengthens, it starts to pour over into other aspects of our
lives. It teaches us to build awareness, not just in our practice as
makers, but in all of our life’s practices. Like being aware of my
body’s response to eating too much, or how my back feels when I
wake up in the morning. Or, better yet, when my mind is starting to
fall back into depression. The practice of awareness, honed by the
practice of making, is indeed a tool in my arsenal of taking care of
my mental health. Because of this tool, I can now see depression
looming before it becomes overwhelming and thereby respond to it
so that the valleys are not as deep as they used to be.
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Making has afforded me friends like Todd Regalado and
Matt Postrel. Todd is like my younger but older brother. He was my
partner in crime when we were learning woodworking together at
school. He is genuine, caring, funny, and outgoing. Plus a great
woodworker to boot. Matt is like my older but younger brother. He’s
probably a better woodworker than me, can take apart or build just
about anything, and is quite wise for his age. I would do anything
for those guys. We can’t ever have a five minute conversation
because one thing leads to the next, and the next thing I know, it’s
been an hour. We all met as students taking classes at Cerritos
College. We span in age across a 20 year difference and we would
never have met each other if it wasn’t for woodworking. To later find
out that we have other commonalities only sweetens the pie.
A similar connection with other people has even developed
through Instagram. I started following Jake Shapiro and Andy
Vasquez because they too were young woodworkers. Jake was
living in New york and, like me, is also into music and tattoos.
Andy was living in Philadelphia and he also skateboards. But what
initially brought us together was woodworking. What brought us
closer were those other shared interests. Meeting friends online will
always feel weird, but every time I go out to visit them, or they, me,
we enjoy each other’s company on the same basis we do with our
non woodworking friends, but with the added layer of being able to
talk shop. Having the ability to connect with these dudes on multiple
levels, as well as, as makers, is truly rewarding .
I have worked for a lot of people in shops. At various times
you could find me pushing a broom, cutting cabinets, making
furniture, making art, and helping make design decisions. I even
did a bosses taxes once. Of course I’ve had bosses that are
self centered, selfish, assholes. Who hasn’t? But I’ve also been
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fortunate enough to have ones that are uplifting, positive, caring,
understanding, encouraging, and supportive. People like William
Stranger and Stefan Bishop. They have not only taught me so
much about woodworking, running your own business, design, and
the industry, but they’ve also taught me about integrity, being a
good person, life, and the myriad of other things that come up when
you’re covered in dust eating lunch outside the shop everyday.
The connections I’ve made with them go far past a paycheck. Our
connection began through the exchange of services for monetary
compensation, but transformed to almost that of mentor/mentee.
A woodshop has a pulse unlike any traditional academic
setting. There is an energy that exists, not just from the hum of
machinery, but from the people working inside of it. While the
hierarchy between teachers and students exist, the teacher in
a woodshop is much more relatable. They too are working side
by side with their students. Between all that hard work, there are
moments of regular, non academic, human interaction. Where
bonds are formed, stories are told, and the shit is shot. This
relatability creates a dynamic that is much more condusive to
forming a mentorship. These moments where people can get to
know each other a little more intimately are what make learning
in the woodshop so special. A teacher is far more likely to form
a mentorship with a student who they know, rather than one just
demanding their time and attention.
When I first arrived at Cerritos College to take classes in
woodworking, I was as green as they come. Tony Fortner wasn’t
my teacher at the time, but he would come up to me and critique
my techniques in the shop. Initially I was scared of him. Tony is
loud, passionate, warm and rotund; a real presence. He eventually
became the person I would ask all my woodworking questions
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to, even if they were for other classes. Our mentor/mentee
relationship quickly ensued. At the time I wasn’t even searching
for a mentor. I thought of Tony as a friend who happened to be my
teacher. It wasn’t until much later when I would explain to my nonwoodworking friends that I was hanging out with Tony that I realized
he was a mentor to me. Tony constantly challenged me, made
me laugh, inspired me, helped get me my job working for William
Stranger, and instilled the confidence in me to always be myself.
Not to mention the plethora of woodworking knowledge he passed
down. Tony’s mentorship to me and the connection we formed is
one that will last a lifetime. I’m happy to call him a friend and even
now, a colleague.
Lisa Dallendorfer, on the other hand, never taught me
anything about woodworking. Not for a lack in skill or knowledge on
her part, but because our relationship blossomed at a different point
in my life. I had only been teaching for about six months. I’d seen
her around the shop often. A vibrant, energetic woman whose age
is a mystery to me. I knew she was retired but we hadn’t spoken
much. One day after my class, she came up to me and asked,
“How old are you?” I was a bit perturbed by her question, for I didn’t
quite see her angle. Upon that first conversation, I discovered that
her interest in my age was coming from a place of surprise and
delight that a person as young as myself was teaching. She let me
know that if I ever had questions or needed guidance, that I could
confide in her. That began a very valued relationship where I would
share with her my struggles as a new instructor and she would give
me advice while sharing stories of her experience teaching.
To say Lisa is incredible would be an understatement.
She began teaching highschool art classes at the age of 22,
while simultaneously pursuing an MFA in Craft from Cal State
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Long Beach where she was the first woman to graduate from
her program. She continued to teach for over a decade and then
transitioned into a career as an executive at Disney where she
worked until her retirement. All along the way, inspiring, educating,
mentoring, and maintaining friendships with students and strangers
alike. Her story in and of itself is a testament to this essay. Lisa
is the one that pushed me to go to grad school. She has been
a beacon of light since we first connected back in 2016 and she
continues to be a champion in my life that I can always call when
I need advice, encouragement, or just to catch up. Lisa ends
every conversation we have with, “Did I tell you how proud of you
I am today?” For as cheesy as that is, it’s incredibly powerful and
uplifting. We all need a Lisa Dallendorfer in our lives.
The culmination of the connections we have made is the
community of makers that we all find ourselves in. This community
is like no other I’ve experienced. There are no barriers to entry,
your skill level isn’t important, and you won’t be “vibed” out for not
being “cool” enough. We’re all just nerds here. If you are kind and
passionate and eager to know more, you are welcome. We are all
in this together. Forming bonds side by side at most times without
sharing words. Its the collective understanding that all the work we
are doing, no matter how isolated we are in our headphones, is
done together. We all go through the same battle in our own unique
way and when we come out the other end, victorious, we have
grown that much closer. No matter our unique life experiences and
backgrounds, we unite under the banner of “Maker”.
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When I first started woodworking, it took all but one day for
me to be hooked. I immediately felt like I had found something that
truly resonated with me. It wasn’t long after that I realized this was
something that I would do for the rest of my life. That even at the
age of 22, I felt that it was too late to pursue something that truly
takes a lifetime to master. I was in such awe of my instructors.
Their ability to do and teach simultaneously, a craft which requires
so much focus, was truly impressive. For the next four years, even
as my skills continued to develop, the admiration for my instructors
only grew. Knowing more about the craft only made their knowledge
and skill that much more impressive. It was at some point in this
time that I realized, someday, I too would teach. I’ve always been
appreciative of the knowledge that my instructors, mentors, and
bosses have given me, that I felt as though I had a responsibility to
do the same and pass down that knowledge to future generations. I
didn’t think that day would come for many, many years.
To my surprise, that opportunity came much sooner than
I expected. In December of 2015, just weeks before the spring
semester started, Carl Stammerjohn, the then department chair of
Woodworking Manufacturing and Technologies at Cerritos College,
called me up. One of the Intro to Woodworking instructors had
moved on and the department agreed that I was the right fit to fill
the position. I was shocked, flattered, and nervous all at once, but
this seemed like an amazing opportunity that only a fool would
pass up. I was skeptical of my capabilities to teach, but trusted in
the confidence that the department had in me and accepted the
position.
My first semester was an enormous challenge, but ultimately
a big success. My biggest worry was not if I knew or could convey
the material well, but rather, whether or not I would be respected in
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spite of my young age. I had such an exceptional group of students,
and I also learned that like woodworking, the concepts of teaching
came quickly to me. I suppose I’ve spent my life as a student, not
just learning the material from my teachers, but taking mental notes
on what, I felt, it means to be a good teacher. It wasn’t a perfect
semester but it was a great start.
As the years went on and semester after semester passed,
it became evident that teaching was the right path for me. Teaching
evolved from a practice to an identity. Being called Professor
Loucks will always make me laugh, but it is a title I bear with pride.
Experiencing the same admiration and respect that I had had for
my teachers is fuel for the fire that keeps me in this game.
I’ve always hated the phrase, “Those who can; do. Those
who can’t; teach.” It dismisses the expertise that being a good
teacher requires. If we stop and think about all the best educators
we’ve had, it doesn’t take long to realize that the most impactful
ones are the ones that prioritized the students’ needs above all
else. The ones whose primary goal was to see their students
succeed at almost any cost. Even if that means staying late,
re-explaining, re-re-explaining, or all of the above. There is an
incredibly powerful experience that can arise when a good teacher,
a teacher who really gives a shit, instills their confidence in their
students and in turn, that student exceeds any expectations they
may have set for themselves. Any person with a successful career
in “doing” doesn’t automatically possess that skill set or have the
motivation to be that kind of teacher. Especially when their success
provides for them financially. To teach, and teach well, you have to
want it. You have to want to share. You have to want to inspire. You
have to be ready to be selfless because the real gratification comes
in the students’ success, not yours.
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Having a full time career in teaching, doesn’t feel like I’m
giving up on a career as a maker. I’ve just found a new medium
to work in: minds. Sharing something you’re passionate about is
infectious. That passion has given my life purpose and meaning. It
has instilled confidence and is cathartic. Sharing these discoveries
with others and seeing them take root and blossom in my students
is the greatest thing I’ve ever made. Empowering someone else
to pursue a life that is meaningful for them, and maybe pulls them
out from a rut, just as woodworking has done for me, is of no
comparison to anything my hands have ever produced.
So much of my time here at RISD was spent reevaluating
what it means to be a furniture designer and what my future might
hold. As much as I love making things, sharing that passion is
more important than the physical objects that manifest from it. This
was made clear by two things. The first being the global pandemic
within the context of the year 2020, and the second, my experience
teaching a Wintersession course as a grad student.
The pandemic is a dark and devastating shadow that will
loom over the world for years to come. Eventually, not just by
statistics of infection and death rates, but most definitely in many
other ways, financial or otherwise, that we have yet to fully realize.
The inconceivable death toll, the fear instilled in us to not leave our
homes early on, the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, (and
so many other innocent people of color) the civil rights movement
that ensued, the egregious police brutality that continued, and
the 2020 presidential election all made any desire I had to be
a furniture designer dissipate. It just feels so inconsequential
in comparison. Such a chaotic year only compounded when I
tested positive and fell ill from Covid in December, left me feeling
completely unmotivated and uninspired.
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Thankfully, I had the chance to teach again. At RISD, each
winter, students have the opportunity to take a five week intensive
in any major, in which some classes are taught by grad students.
Teaching, being the impetus in my pursuits to go to grad school,
made this opportunity something I knew I wanted to pursue in my
time here. A year prior, when the discussion of Covid barely existed
in mainstream media, John Dixon, a fellow furniture grad, and I
began writing the syllabus for our course, “Big Box Vernacular.” A
term John coined in thinking about what vernacular furniture looks
like in a day and age when we all have access to the same tools
and materials afforded to us by big box hardware stores.
After our proposal was accepted, Covid-19 meant that RISD
was going to only hold Wintersession 2021 courses remotely. We
had to decide between cancelling our class or restructuring it to
function in an online environment. I wanted so badly to cave in
and call it quits. Covid took all the wind out of my sails and there
was no way I was going to get an actual beneficial experience
from teaching a course via Zoom. I was wrong. Thanks to John’s
constant optimism and perspective on how we could make the
class successful, we decided to move forward and restructure the
course content. Our curriculum ended up being perfectly suited
for an online remote environment. We edited some assignments,
created a small yet mandatory tool list, and started a YouTube
channel where we had instructional videos on tools and techniques
that our students could reference at any time. Everything was
demonstrated in either my bedroom or John’s kitchen to diminish
any fear or doubt that our students might have about working at
home.
All this preparation was exciting, reinvigorating, and felt
good. It gave me something to look forward to because we felt
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like we were making something really promising. And, we were!
Our students were eager, engaged, and happy to be challenged.
Given the online context, having the opportunity to make something
physical, that was worth keeping, was a treat for our students. Our
students now have the lifelong skill set to continue making things
in this fashion, with the tools they already own, without needing
access to a shop.
This five week course was exactly what I needed to get my
head straight. I was reminded of my original intentions for attending
grad school: to further my teaching career. The joys of sharing and
inspiring, giving someone guidance, or being able to see and foster
their potential are incredibly rewarding. All of this was reinforced
by the positive feedback, both in person and in our instructor
evaluations. I am left feeling touched, humbled, and motivated.
That opportunity was grounding and really helped pull me out of
the depression I was spiraling further into at the time. The best
part about all of it was finding and building connections with people
during a time where we’ve all been so separated and distant.
John and I grew closer and discovered how much fun
working with one another is, and now, when I see my former
students around campus, we get excited to stop and chat. A few of
the freshmen from our class have even shared with us that because
of our class, they have decided to choose Furniture Design as their
major. For that I’m truly flattered. As a whole, they all accomplished
so much, established and improved their new found skills, and
developed a genuine interest in the subject matter. It was a
phenomenal experience I now realize I needed, and that I’m so
grateful to have had.
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Four wheels on the pavement. Total freedom. Inches away
from bloody knuckles. That sound so intrusive, you love to hate
it, but I love to love it. Like a dog in a park, my neck snaps when
I hear it. Sidewalk surfing. The most fun thing. A tool to overcome
your greatest fears. Makes you learn the meaning of failure. Fall in
love. Love the pursuit of success. Dont quit. Persevere. Aesthetics
in motion. Your successes and your failures are all on you. You win
some but you lose most. That makes the wins worth it.
Try. Try again. Try harder. Try even harder! Over and over
and over again. All for what? Three seconds of bliss? No, every
moment is bliss. True ecstasy. Nothing else matters at that moment.
Pain is your friend as long as you don’t let it get the best of you.
It’s violent, aggressive, chaotic, elegant, delicate and precise all at
once. That feeling… there’s nothing like it. Maybe an orgasm but
that’s even more fleeting.
This relationship I have with a toy has been more meaningful
than anything with anyone, ever. It taught me what physical pain
was in comparison to emotional pain and that only the latter
deserves tears. It taught me what I’m capable of and then showed
me I was capable of even more. It showed me what it takes to get
good at something and that nothing in life worth pursuing is easy,
but that doesn’t make it unattainable.
It is an international language. A common bond ready to
ignite a friendship between anyone who wants to engage in it.
Skateboarding is craft. Craft is skateboarding. Same concepts,
different tools. Nothing better than doing exactly what your parents
don’t like. Finding something to call your own. No team involved.
No competition, but the one between you and yourself. Everyone is
stoked for everyone else. You’re not competing for a trophy. There
is no first place. There is just a shared excitement when one of your
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friends lands that trick they’ve been trying after so many hours.
There’s no need to be territorial because these waves never break.
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

The machine’s harmonic whine rings at about an e-flat.
As much as I love the silence my headphones provide me, the
continual hum of jointers, planers, and saws are like music to my
ears. A symphonic cacophony of work being done. You learn to
tell the difference. It’s a blind taste test. I can tell the difference
between a chop saw and a chainsaw from a mile away. From a
jointer or a router table. Each tool and each machine has its own
frequency and that frequency changes when under load. An aural
fingerprint if you will.
Just like each sound is unique, so too are the smells of
wood. The differentiation of Walnut from Ash when it’s cut. Or, even
easier, all the aromatic woods: Cedars, Camphor, the resin pits in
Pine and Fir, the way White Oak smells like popcorn when it burns
because the blade is covered in pitch and someone doesn’t move it
fast enough through the saw. Or how Red Oak smells like shit and
I hope I never have to work with it again.
You can also feel these characteristics. The way dense
woods machine vs softer woods or open grain vs. closed grain
woods. How running rosewood over the jointer fights back as
opposed to how Poplar glides over the cutterhead. You can feel,
smell, and hear if something is cutting well before ever even
inspecting it. Only if you’re paying close enough attention.
Woodworking is work, no doubt, but more than likely if your
experience is anything other than enjoyable, then your technique
needs some refinement, your tools are dull or not dialed in well, or
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both. This activity requires all of your senses and both halves of
your brain and some serious focus to do and do well. The failures
will always exist, but they are indeed the best teachers you will
ever have. The successes however, are well worth all of the effort
you put in to your project. Your project is a tangible metaphor for
everything you struggled with, overcame, and accomplished and is
now the new standard as to what you are capable of.
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

I just got done skating. Done, not because I’m tired, but
because I couldn’t land a nose manual. A fucking nose manual!
After trying for so long, it just wasn’t working. I got fed up with
it. That’s the thing about skating though. Like any craft, it takes
practice. Even when you don’t have the best day, it gives your
body the opportunity to refine its muscle memory. Maybe I didn’t
land the trick I wanted to today but I made my body practice the
motions. I sweated. I exercised. I tried and I failed. But I’m not here
to give up. I will be back another day and I’ll try again. All of this is
a practice and whether or not you knock it out of the park or fall flat
on your face, as long as you’re continuing and working at it, you will
improve.
Just like when skateboarding, when woodworking, I may
have a day where everything goes right. I set up a saw and I
dial it in. Everything gets cut just so. My joints fit nice and tight.
Everything is accurate. No mistakes are made and I feel productive.
I am in the flow state. And I work with a real intention and
determination. Then there are the days where nothing goes right.
Mistake after mistake happens. I spend the day chasing my tail.
One step forward and three steps back. Those days suck! They’re
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infuriating, but they are the Yin to my Yang. They sometimes teach
me the most, and most importantly, they act as a barometer so
when I’m having that really good day, I can truly appreciate it that
much more.
How are skateboarding and woodworking the same? They
are both craft. You work at them over and over again until your
body learns the techniques and then one day the actions becomes
second nature. It’s embodied learning. The effort to perfect each
discipline is possibly not possible. But still, you can try, and try.
Again and again, getting closer and closer and better and better.
Both skating and woodworking require absolute presence. The
mind is clear and the only focus is the task at hand… or foot.
There is a level of danger involved in each. In woodworking
this is mostly avoidable, but there is no stopping small cuts and
splinters or the occasional smashed finger. But losing digits is
totally avoidable as long as you practice the aforementioned
presence and work safely. In skateboarding a rolled ankle, a torn
ACL, or a broken arm are all definitely possible, even a concussion.
Most can be avoided. No, not by wearing pads and a helmet, but by
learning how to fall, and how to only attempt tricks in or just outside
of your skill level. Or, fuck it! Go for broke and send me the footage.
Of course accidents happen. I’ve paid for my fair share of them.
But this inherent danger is really exhilarating and only helps me
hyperfocus to make sure I leave the shop each day with ten fingers
or the skatepark the same way I came. However, there’s nothing
like the unforgivingness of concrete to wake you up and bring you
into the present moment.
For me, regardless of my capabilities, I’m never satisfied. I’m
constantly met with “I can do better.” Each advancement in skill is
only an opportunity to improve on the next project or skate session.

54

It’s a motivation of sorts. Of course, I’m proud of the things I make
and I’m stoked by the tricks I land, but it’s never enough.
Skateboarding. Woodworking. They are both acts of self abuse for
the sake of self love.
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Making
As A Form
of Ego
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When designing a piece of furniture, I initially ignore how
to make it and only focus on its form. Once I have developed the
basic concepts of a piece, I begin reverse engineering how it could
be made. Of course, the overall design continues to evolve, but I
can only afford to work this way because of what amounts to almost
ten years of experience working with wood. This experience allows
me the freedom to design objects that visually appear simple, yet
in their construction, may be very complex. Not only does this
set what I make apart from the masses, but its also what keeps
my faculties sharp, keeps me interested in what I’m doing, and
challenges me through and through. For as much as I love the
outcome, the process is where the real gold is at. If I’m not pushing
myself, then what’s the point?
I could make a simple box, with simple joinery, and
successfully work through the process, and have a completed
object. But at my skill level, that’s not all that challenging, it’s just
therapeutic. I may be reminded of the things in woodworking
that I love and value, but I have not learned or grown from the
experience. No risk, no reward! That is why I am so attracted to
making things that are so complex in process yet so simple in form.
Just designing objects in that nature is a challenge in and of itself.
I need to be challenged. It gives me the uncertainty of success,
which gives me the opportunity to grow and learn.
The subtlety of this tension between simplicity and
complexity, can be found in all of my work, but it is most exemplified
in “Chair, Chair, Chair.” A piece named after a mantra. At that point,
it was one of the most complicated things I’d ever made. When I get
truly immersed in what I’m making, it consumes all waking thought.
My time away from it is spent designing jigs and fixtures, thinking
about what steps are next, or how I’m going to cut this piece or that
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joint. It’s all consuming and I love it! In the six weeks of that project,
we had two weeks to design, two to prototype and refine, and two
to make the chair. All I could think was, “Chair, chair, chair!” from
the moment I’d wake up until the moment I’d fall asleep.
The construction of the chair involved a 3D computer model,
a physical master pattern, jigs for bending, cutting, and joinery, and
an exo-skeleton that allowed me to hold each piece up in space to
be able to cut and fit all the joinery. A pivotal technique to employ
when every joint is a compound angle! Perhaps, to someone with
experience making things, it is evident how complex the chair is.
But, to the layperson, it is not. The front legs, arm, and back, are
one continuous noodle, and the rest of the members are working in
concert to support the sitter. However, in order to achieve this visual
ease, I employed a combination of hand drawing, computer aided
design, machinery, computer driven machinery, and both power and
hand tools alike. All of these different techniques, old and new, each
have unique advantages and disadvantages. When utilized for their
strengths, they allow me to make such a complex chair in such a
small window of time.
The satisfaction I get having conquered the beast that is
furniture making, is immense. I fucking did it! All that blood, sweat,
and tears were well worth it. The completion of each piece is a
moment to revel in my skill, knowing the difficulty it took to get
there. On the other hand, that feeling doesn’t last that long. There
is a moment of joy followed by a moment of reflection; What can I
do better next time? How can this be refined? What if I change this
or that? And just like that, I’ve learned from my experience and am
ready to move on to the next piece.
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[Craft vs.
Commodity]
vs.
Capitalism
66

We live in a capitalist society where nearly everything is
commodified. Goods, services, land, food, and even people are
seen as objects of trade. As a maker of functional objects, it would
seem obvious that my intended purpose of creating these objects
would be to profit from them. I too need to make a living. And of
course, there is some truth to this. I do intend on selling the things
I make, but I deliberately have chosen not to, up to this point in
my career, for a number of reasons. My relationship with craft,
the difficulties of entering the market and the value that market
dictates, what I feel my worth is as a maker, and my own negative
associations with capitalism at large. To elaborate on this further,
I must first define the difference between an object of craft and an
object of trade.
When researching what exactly Craft is, a myriad of
definitions and ideas can be found. These range from skill, to
practice, to a philosophy, to actions, and more. Craft is ubiquitous
and can encompass many ideas. Glenn Adamson, an author
who has written extensively on the subject puts it best, “Craft
is making something skillfully; it’s just that simple. But from
that basic definition, infinite complexities arise.” This definition
neither omits nor includes the commodification of craft objects.
Meaning, what and how we choose to define craft or craft objects
is entirely individualistic and self serving. For me, that means that
a craft object is an object made with a high level of skill existing
with the intention to simply exist. That is, outside of the realm of
commodification. On the other hand, the object of trade’s intended
purpose, outside of its function, is to be bought and sold. Therefore,
a craft object and an object of trade can look and function
identically; their intended purpose is what differentiates the two.
As I began making objects, as all learners do, I was
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developing skills and techniques and creating a foundation of the
understanding of material. Each object I make has less to do with
the object itself and more to do with my growth as a maker and
designer. When I make something, I am trying to satisfy the part in
me that becomes electrified when I bring something new into this
world. The part in me that feels excited to get into the shop and
prove to myself what I am capable of creating. That overcomes the
challenges of designing and making something that is functional
and beautiful.
I love the craft so much that by the time I complete the
object, the satisfaction comes less from the finished piece and
more from the process that it took to get there. However, after the
piece is complete, is the piece an object of craft or an object of
trade? It really has to do with intention. Considering that I view the
objects that I make as learning experiences, tokens on my journey
to master my craft, their intention isn’t to be bought or sold. I’ve
spent a great deal of my career in this comfortable situation where
my income has come from my skills, and not my products. I do,
however, recognize that one day, I will have to commodify these
objects and navigating trade markets can be challenging.
When I set out to make something, I never begin by thinking
about if it will sell, what it’s monetary value might be, or if it will it
be trendy. Is this piece going to be the one that goes “viral” and
propels my career into the stratosphere? Of course, who doesn’t
want to find that kind of success or financial freedom? But, whether
or not I choose to enter the market, the objects I make are already
seen as if existing as objects of trade. When I make something
and post a picture of it on Instagram, I’m met with a handful of
comments and messages asking me if it’s for sale, how much it
costs, etc. I’m flattered but conflicted in both the initial intention
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I’ve set out for with the object and the opportunity to make money
on something I’ve made. Even if I am able to live a life where my
income comes from a place outside of selling my wares, the things I
create will always be viewed within this capitalist system.
The phrase, “Every man has his price” comes to mind
because of course, if you offer me enough money, I will sell it to
you. But regardless of the demand for what I make, the barriers to
starting up your own business is a daunting undertaking. Especially
in woodworking, where an initial investment must include a large
amount of capital in the form of machinery and tools. Add to that
monthly expenses, materials, and rent. All with no guarantee that
your objects will be valued at a price that covers your costs. I’ve
worked for a handful of people and have seen their struggles
operating their businesses. It’s not exactly lucrative, and it’s
definitely not easy. If anything, their relationships to the objects they
make are completely monetary and the idea of craft is, at best, a
term to market their commodities.
Let’s imagine that I have garnered the initial investment to
start my own business and am ready to start selling the furniture
and accessories I have designed. What are they worth? Who
dictates that price? Essentially, what is my worth in the market
and how does that get set? Ultimately, I set the price, the market
responds and I respond back. In the case of me posting something
to Instagram, when I tell people what I would part with my objects
for, I’m mostly met with, “That’s rad, but I can’t afford that right
now. Good luck!” etc. A situation I too have found myself in when
inquiring into other artists’ work online. Just as I am sure they do, I
understand that it costs money and takes time to make these things
and that the artist should be compensated accordingly. This doesn’t
necessarily mean I am setting too high of a price. More so, that I
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am operating in the wrong market.
Instagram may not be the best place to be selling highly
valued objects. Getting your business off of the ground is a
challenging and slow process. Even if I want to enter into a market
where I am valued accordingly, that is easier said than done. The
reality of the situation is having to make a lot of sacrifices and enter
into lower markets to try and work your way up to what you value
yourself. This doesn’t always work out and you might find yourself
stuck in a world where raising prices causes you to lose business.
Objects of craft have value outside of their commodification.
Capitalism, sadly, ignores or dismisses any metaphysical,
emotional, or spiritual value that objects might have. That is,
the value that urges me to continue to make these objects. The
constraint that capitalism has on our society is crippling, destructive,
inconsiderate and set up to only benefit the wealthy. Associating
the objects that I make with that system is soul crushing and makes
me want to call it quits. However, WIlliam Deresiewicz spoke to
this idea in a way that brings light on this very dark dilemma. In
his essay “We Need to Treat Artists as Workers, Not Decorations,”
Deresiewicz says “Wanting to get paid does not mean that you’re
a capitalist. It doesn’t even mean that you assent to capitalism. It
only means that you live in a capitalist society.” Functioning in a
capitalist society is unavoidable. We all have to feed, clothe, and
shelter ourselves and the way we do that is through the exchange
of goods and services. Artists and crafts people don’t get to escape
this reality. But existing in it, doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve sold
your soul to the devil.
Despite my distaste for the way things have been set up,
selling my objects of craft, as commodities, doesn’t take value
away from them if the meaning that I impart on those objects is
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clearly communicated and used as a selling point. So long as that
meaning is authentic and genuine. The meaning that I impart on
the object when I design and make it, as well as the meaning that
the future user might impart on it by owning it are largely why I see
the things I make as craft objects and not commodities. Their worth
exists outside of their monetary value. The idea of selling my work
to make a living is riddled with uncertainty and mixed outcomes.
No matter how confident I am in myself. Knowing full and well that
one day I will enter these markets, for now, I enjoy living in a world
where my income comes from other places and the objects I make
come from my desire to see them into fruition.
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